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Since the incursions in April into Darien province by Colombian paramilitary forces in search
of members of the Colombian guerrilla force Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia
(FARC), Panama has sent police reinforcements to the area (see NotiCen 05/10/97). Despite a steady
stream of reports from the press and human rights groups about violence in Darien, government
officials are reluctant to say that the situation there is out of control. In general, officials have been
inconsistent in their public statements about the Darien situation.
Vice Minister of Government and Justice Leonel Solis went so far as to say that he had no official
information on the presence in Darien of either paramilitary or guerrilla forces. A few weeks earlier,
however, the secretary of the National Security Council, Gabriel Castro, criticized human rights
groups, who he said favored the guerrillas' side in the Darien struggle.
In July, Minister of Government and Justice Raul Montenegro said he planned to send an additional
1,200 reinforcements, and to request US$12 million for police equipment and infrastructure
improvements, such as guard posts, airstrips, and better communications. At the same time, he
insisted that the area is "fully under control" and accused the media of exaggerating problems in
Darien. When reporters then asked him why he wanted to send additional police, he said that the
new contingent would be sent in case of some "eventuality."
According to numerous press reports, there have been at least four major incidents in recent weeks
in which police were unable to prevent attacks on communities near the Colombian border. In the
latest of these assaults on Aug. 21, some 20 Colombian paramilitary troops attacked the town of
Pinogana, carrying off an estimated US$5,000 in stolen goods and cash.
The lack of any direct police confrontations with the paramilitary force has fed rumors that the
government has made an agreement with Colombia to permit free movement of the paramilitary
groups. These rumors were given some credence by an anonymous official source, who said
Panamanian police were cooperating with Colombian military and paramilitary forces to flush out
FARC guerrillas in the towns of Chucunaque, Chepigana, Garachine, and Yape. The source said that
Panamanian police helicopters were used in some of these operations. (Sources: 07/13/97, 07/15/97,
07/19/97, 07/21/97, 08/16/97, 08/24/97, 08/25/97, 08/30/97)
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